Past research has revealed an unflattering pattern of attributions for the performance of the elderly.
but the generalizability of the findings is uncertain because these investigations also have been limited in a number of ways. First, with few exceptions (e.g., Blank, 1982) , the studies have used an observer paradigm, in which subjects make attributions for the performance of another person rather than for then-own performance. It is known that attributions about others (observer attributions) differ from self-(actor) attributions in a variety of ways (Watson, 1982) . Second, those making the attributions for the elderly have typically been young adults rather than the elderly themselves. Although it is important to consider how the young perceive the elderly, it is also important to consider how the elderly perceive themselves (Blank, 1984) . Third, the behavioral events and performances for which attributions are made have been restricted to the cognitive or physical domains. Both of these domains are associated with negative stereotypes about agingrelated decrements in functioning. One question addressed in the present study was whether the attributional results from the cognitive and physical domains would be generalizable to functioning in the social domain, an area in which the elderly are likely to be seen in a more favorable light.
To begin to address some of the limitations of past research, in the present study we examined the causal attributions made by both young and elderly adults for performance in the cognitive, physical, and social domains. Subjects made attributions about hypothetical situations involving themselves, another person of the same age, or another person of a different age. Based on previous research, we predicted that more internal stable (inability) attributions would be made for the elderly than for the young for poor performance. It was also predicted that ability attributions would be less likely for the elderly than for the young for good performance.
Whereas previous research has focused almost exclusively on between-age-group comparisons, in the present study we also compared attributions for good versus poor performance by the elderly. Although attributions for performance by the elderly may be unflattering relative to those for the young, it is also important to compare attributions for success and failure by the elderly. Are the elderly more likely to receive blame for failure than to receive credit for success? In keeping with the unflattering patterns found in past age-comparative work, it was predicted that internal attributions would be more likely for the elderly for poor performance than for good performance. The predicted outcomes were expected for attributions for the self and for attributions for others in all domains, although the most favorable views of the elderly were expected for self-attributions and in the social domain.
Method

Subjects
Ninety-six young and elderly adults were randomly assigned to one of three yoked attribution conditions: attributions for the self, attributions for another person of the same age, and attributions for another person of a different age. The yoked subjects were grouped into 32 triads, each composed of the three attribution conditions. The person in each triad who made self-attributions served as the target for the two members of the triad who made other attributions. The three subjects in each triad were always the same sex. Five triads (15 subjects) were dropped from the analyses because of five unusable questionnaires from elderly subjects. The final sample included 81 subjects with the following age and sex distribution in 27 triads: 8 young male triads, 7 young female triads, 6 elderly male triads, and 6 elderly female triads.
TheyoungaduIts,whohadameanageofl9.18years(SD = 1.5 years), were students in an introductory psychology class and were given research credit for their participation. The elderly adults, who had a mean age of 74.89 years (SD = 6.42 years) and a mean educational level of 12.83 years (SD = 2.53 years), were community-residing members of senior citi2en organizations. A nominal donation was made to the senior organization for each member who participated in the study.
Measures
The attribution questionnaire, which was modeled after Duval and Wicklund's (1973) questionnaire, included 24 hypothetical events, equally distributed across the cognitive, physical, and social domains. Within each domain there were two behavioral categories, each represented by 4 events. In the cognitive domain, behavioral categories were memory and problem-solving; in the physical domain, strength and speed; and in the social domain, independence and nurturance. In each behavioral category there were two items for each performance outcome (poor, good).
The performance led to negative consequences for one item in each outcome pair, and to positive consequences for the second item. Thus, performance outcome was crossed with consequences. This design feature was included to examine whether the elderly would be consistently blamed when things go wrong (negative consequences) and would not be given credit when things go well (positive consequences), regardless of whether their performance was poor or good. The internal stable attributions for the 24 items are summarized and presented by domain, behavioral category, performance outcome, and consequences, in Table 1 .
All of the subjects completed a demographic questionnaire about their education (years in college for young adults, or number of years of schooling and degrees received for the elderly), occupation (job aspirations for the young, or current or previous job for the elderly), marital status, age, race, and sex. Although the only variables used for analyses in the present study were age and sex, the other information was included so these variables would not be made salient to the subjects.
Procedure
Subjects were tested in groups of from 5 to 10 persons. All of the subjects completed the demographic questionnaire before the attribution questionnaire. Those making self-attributions were instructed to imagine that the 24 hypothetical events described in the attribution questionnaire had happened to them, and to rate each cause for their own performance. Those making attributions for others were instructed to imagine that the event had happened to the person described on a biographical sheet that was attached to the questionnaire, and to rate each cause for that person. The biographical sheet contained accurate information (race, age, sex, marital status, education, and occupation), taken from the demographic questionnaire, about the target in the same triad. Those making attributions for another person were told that the information pertained to a real person who had participated in the same study, but that a fictitious name was being used to conceal the person's identity. For those making self-attributions, the questionnaire used the pronoun you; for men making attributions for others, it referred to John; and for women making attributions for others, it referred to Jane. For each event, subjects rated three causes-internal stable (ability), internal unstable (effort), and externalon a 7-point scale, very unlikely cause (1) to very likely cause (7). An additional forced-choice measure was created by asking subjects to circle what they considered to be the best explanation or the most important of the three causes for each event. The analyses focused on the ability attributions because these have the most debilitating consequences if they are made for failure, or not made for success. The effort and external variables were included for the forced-choice analysis, to determine if ability was the most frequent variable chosen for the elderly's failure and the least likely to be chosen for their success.
Results A2X2X2X2 (Age Group [young, elderly] X Sex [male, female] X Performance Outcome [poor, good] X Consequences [positive, negative]) analysis of variance was performed for each behavioral category, to obtain error terms for subsequent comparisons of means. All a priori predictions were examined with two-tailed t tests. Analyses were done separately for each attribution condition and for positive and negative consequences, collapsed across sex.
1 As we mentioned earlier, the analyses were performed on the ability attributions and on the forced-choice variable.
Between-Subjects Analyses
Berween-subjects analyses compared the ability and forcedchoice attributions made for each event when the target was young versus elderly.
Of the 24 events for each attribution condition, significant age differences were found in ability attributions for the self for three events, in ability attributions for different-age others for four events, and in ability attributions for same-age others for four events. All but one of these outcomes reflect the predicted negative view of the elderly. These results are summarized in Table 2 .
Attributions for the self. The results for self-attributions supported the predictions that the elderly would be more likely than the young to rate inability as a cause for poor memory (Event 4: M young = 3.60, M elderly = 5.33), t(25) = 2.47, p < .001; poor problem solving (Event 7: M young = 2.87, M elderly = 4.67), f(25) = 2.31, p < .05; and weakness (Event 12: M young = 2.20, M elderly = 4.92), f(25) = 3.49, p < .01.
Attributions for different-age others. Also consistent with predictions, those making attributions for a target of a different age were less likely to rate ability as a cause for the good memory of elderly than for the young targets' good memory (Event 1: M Note. An empty cell indicates no significant age difference. Entries are collapsed across positive and negative consequences.
• Indicates an unflattering view of the elderly for both positive and negative consequences. . These effects are consistent with the predictions that ability attributions would be less likely for the elderly than for the young for good performance, and they reflect a tendency to make more unflattering attributions for the elderly. One final significant finding for those making attributions for different-age others was that they were more likely to rate inability as a cause for non-nurturance by the elderly than by the young, *(25) = 2.54, p < .05 (Event 23: M young = 2.20, M elderly = 4.08), which is also consistent with the general tendency to make unflattering attributions for the elderly.
Attributions for same-age others. As predicted, those who were the same age as the target were more likely to rate inability as a cause for the elderly than for the young for weakness (Event 12: M young = 3.20, M elderly = 4.83), t(25) = 2.08, p < .05, and for the two (positive and negative) non-nurturance events (Event 23: M young = 3.00, M elderly = 5.17), t(25) = 2.93, p < .01, and (Event 24: M young = 2.33, M elderly = 4.75), t(25) = 3.21, p < .01, respectively. Those making attributions for same-age others also were more likely to rate ability as a cause for speediness by the elderly than by the young, t(25) = 2.34, p < .05, which was an unexpected outcome (Event 14: M young = 3.07, M elderly = 4.92). In contrast to all of the other findings presented thus far, this latter attribution represents a positive view of the elderly.
Choice. Subjects were asked to choose the most salient of the three (ability, effort, external) causes for each event. The proportion of subjects who selected the ability attribution as the most likely cause was computed for each event. An arcsine transformation was performed on these proportions prior to conducting the (-test analyses.
For those making self-attributions, there were four significant differences. A greater percentage of elderly (42%) than young (07%) chose the ability attribution for good memory (Event 2), t(ao) = 2.24, p < .05, which reflects a positive view of the elderly. In contrast, a negative view of the elderly was observed for three events. A greater percentage of elderly than young chose ability as the cause for poor problem solving (Event 7: young = 07%; elderly = 40%), f(oo) = 2.03, p < .05, and strength (Event 12: young = 07%; elderly = 50%), /(oo) -2.53, p < .05. A greater percentage of the young (80%) than the elderly (36%) chose ability for nurturance (Event 22), I(oo) = 2.16, p < .05.
For those making attributions for another of the same age, there was one significant difference that reflected a positive view of the elderly. A greater percentage chose the ability attribution for independent behavior (Event 17), t(ao) = 2.65, p < .01, for the elderly (50%) than for the young (07%).
For those making attributions for another of a different age, there were two significant effects. A greater percentage chose ability as the cause of nurturance (Event 21), /(oo) = 2.72, p < .01, for the elderly (92%) than for the young (47%), which reflects a positive view of the elderly. Also, a greater percentage chose ability as the cause of slowness (Event 16), f(oo) = 3.09, p < .01, for the elderly (50%) than for the young (0%), which reflects a negative view of the elderly.
Within-Subjects Analysis
Within-subjects analyses compared attributions for poor performance versus good performance for event pairs in the same behavioral category with the same consequences, using the dependent t test. Only the results found with the elderly are reported here.
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Based on results of previous studies examining between-subjects differences, it was predicted that ability attributions would be more likely for the poor performance of elderly targets than for their good performance. Overall, 3 out of the 17 significant effects were in the predicted direction, and 14 were contrary to predictions, reflecting a positive view of the elderly. These results are summarized in Table 3 .
Attributions for the self. There were significant performance outcome effects for self-attributions on 6 of the possible 12 pairs. One of these revealed the predicted tendency to make greater ability attributions for poor performance, whereas 5 revealed a reversal of the prediction. Contrary to predictions, the elderly made more internal stable attributions for their own nurturance than for non-nurturance (Event 21, M = 5.58, vs. Event 23, M = 2.00), /(!!) = 8.95, p < .001, and (Event 22, M = 4.50, vs. Event 24, M = 3.25), r(ll) = 3.13, p < .01; for speed than for slowness (Event 13, M= 5.83 vs. Event 15, M = 4.83), J(ll) = 2.27, p< .05, and (Event 14, M = 5.00, vs. Event 16, M = 3.50), t(l 1) = 3.41, p < .01; and for strength (Event 9, M = 4.08) than for weakness (Event 11, M = 3.00), 1(11) = 2.57, p < .05. Consistent with predictions, the elderly were more likely to make Note. An empty cell indicates no significant difference in attributions for good versus poor performance. Entries are collapsed across positive and negative consequences. ' Indicates a flattering view of the elderly for positive consequences and an unflattering view of the elderly for negative consequences.
ability attributions for dependence (Event 20, M = 3.92) than for independence (Event 18, M = 2.75), «11) = 2.54, p < .05.
Attributions for different-age others.
For attributions made for different-age others, 7 out of 12 effects were significant. Contrary to predictions, 6 of these revealed greater ability attributions when they were flattering to the elderly (i.e., for good performance) than when they were unflattering. More specifically, ability was more likely to be selected as a cause for nurturance than for non-nurturance Attributions for same-age others. For attributions for sameage others, there were four significant effects, all of which reflected greater ability attributions when they were flattering to the elderly than when they were unflattering. Ability was seen as a more 1 The primary focus of the within-subjects analyses was on attributions for the elderly, because this had not been examined in past research. For comparison purposes, the same analyses were conducted for the young adults. A similar pattern was found: The young were more likely to take or to be given credit for good performance than to be blamed for poor performance. For ability attributions, there were 24 significant effects, and 22 of these reflected a flattering view. For the forced-choice variable, there were 16 significant effects, and 14 of these showed a flattering view of the young.
likely cause for nurturance (Event 22, M = 5.75) than for nonnurturance (Event 24,M = 4.75), t(\ 1) = 2.5,p< .05; for strength (Event 9, M = 5.42) than for weakness (Event 11, M = 3.25), ((11) = 5.17, p < .001; and for a good memory (Event 1, M = 5.50) than for a bad memory (Event 3, M = 3.42), ((11) = 3.92, p < .01. The latter effect held true for positive consequences, but was reversed for negative consequences (Event 4, M poor memory = 6.25) and (Event 2, M good memory = 4.83), J(ll) = 2.68,p<.05.
Choice. The choice variable again was analyzed with t tests after arcsine transformations were performed on the proportions of those selecting the ability attribution. For attributions for the self there were no significant effects. There was one significant effect for attributions for others of the same age. A greater percentage chose ability as the cause of good problem solving (Event 5 = 64%) than of poor problem solving (Event 7 = 18%), ((oo) = 2.28, p < .05, which reflects a positive view of the elderly. Six effects were significant for attributions for different-age others. Two effects represent negative views of the elderly: A greater percentage chose ability as the cause of poor memory (Event 4 = 50%) than of good memory (Event 2 = 08%), r(oo) = 2.43, p < .05, and as the cause of slowness (Event 16 = 50%) than of speed (Event 14 = 0%), /(oo) = 2.82, p < .01. In contrast, a positive view of the elderly was reflected in the greater tendency by those making attributions for another of a different age to choose ability as the cause of good problem solving (Event 5 = 75%) than of poor problem solving (Event 7 = 17%), t(oo) = 3.04, p < .01; as the cause of nurturance than of non-nurturance (Event 21 = 92% vs. Event 23 = 42%), ((oo) = 2.82, p < .01 (Event 22 = 42% vs. Event 24 = 0%), f(oo) = 2.43, p < .05; and as the cause of independence (Event 17 = 75%) than of dependence (Event 19 = 17%), f(oo) = 3.04, p < .01.
Discussion
The findings were consistent with earlier research, which had revealed more unflattering attributions for performance by the elderly when compared to the young (Banziger & Drevenstedt, 1982; Blank, 1982) , whereas there was also evidence for adaptive attributions for performance by the elderly. As in earlier research, poor cognitive or physical performance by the elderly was attributed more to inability than was identical performance by the young, whereas good cognitive or physical performance by the elderly was attributed less to ability than it was for the young.
Although the attributions in all three conditions were equally unflattering to the elderly, an interesting pattern emerged when the three groups were compared. Those making self-attributions and attributions for another of the same age were more likely to rate inability as the cause for poor performance by the elderly than by the young. In contrast, the negativity of those making attributions for another of a different age was manifested in their attributions for good performance. They were less likely to rate ability as a cause for good performance by the elderly than by the young. In short, the young discounted good performance in the elderly, whereas the elderly confirmed expectancies for poor performance in themselves and in other elderly.
In several ways the present results suggest a more favorable view of the elderly than has been found in previous research. First, only 11 out of the 72 possible differences in attributions for the performance of elderly versus young adults were significant. Although this is beyond what would be expected by chance, the number is still small. Second, the negative view of the elderly occurred predominantly in the cognitive and physical domains; there were fewer negative outcomes in the social domain.
An examination of attributions for good versus poor performance by the elderly also revealed a more favorable view of the elderly than had been expected on the basis of past research focusing on between-age-group comparisons. Here 14 out of the 17 significant effects showed a positive view of the elderly. Ability was seen as a more likely cause for good performance than inability was for poor performance. Good performance for the elderly was more likely to be attributed to ability, perhaps because it was generally unexpected and, therefore, distinctive.' These findings are similar to the results of another study by Lachman and Jelallian (1984) , in which the elderly took credit for their successes but did not accept the blame for their failures. Rather than using a self-deprecating or helpless attributional style, the elderly, like the young, used a more adaptive, egotistical attributional style. Although the present study involved imagining one's successes and failures, the results were remarkably similar to the results of previous studies in which the elderly made attributions for their own actual performance (Lachman & Jelallian, 1984; Rutman & Freedman, 1984) .
Although valence of consequences did not appear to have an effect on the results, there was one noteworthy pattern. For the within-subjects comparisons, when the consequences of the events were positive the causal attributions for the performance of the elderly were always flattering. Thus, the elderly were always given credit for positive outcomes. In contrast, when the outcomes were negative, both unflattering (3 event pairs) and flattering (4 event pairs) attributions were made.
What might account for the more favorable views of those making attributions about the elderly in the present study? One possible explanation is that the attribution targets were presented in a more realistic way. In the literature on attitudes toward the elderly, more favorable views are found when more realistic and detailed descriptions of the stimulus persons are provided (Lutsky, 1980) . In the present study, more information about the targets was given than in previous research, and age was not made as salient. Moreover, the subjects were told that the targets were real people, whereas in past research the subjects were given a vague description of a fictitious person.
In conjunction with the positive views of the elderly, there were still findings consistent with the negative view of the elderly found in past research. Although the number of significant effects was small, all but one was in the same direction as previous research: Compared to the young, internal attributions were more likely for the failures of the elderly and less likely for their successes. One possible explanation for this negative view is that in most cases poor performance is expected for the elderly. Some research has suggested that expected outcomes tend to be attributed internally, and unexpected events are attributed externally (Deaux, 1976; Gekoski & Knox, 1983; Green, 1984; Rutman & Freedman, 1984) . If this is so it could explain both past and present results, because when performance was good it was also unexpected for the elderly (e.g., solving a difficult problem, moving quickly). In contrast, when performance was poor it was also expected for the elderly (e.g., forgetting about a pot on the stove, driving slowly).
In the present study all of the events depicting poor performances were expected for the elderly with the exception of nonnurturance (see Footnote 3). Even though non-nurturance was unexpected for the elderly it was still attributed internally, however, suggesting a negative bias rather than an expectancy effect. One challenge for future studies is to find examples of good performance other than nurturance that are expected for the elderly. This will be required in order to conduct a systematic test of whether attributions are based on expectancies for performance versus negative biases or stereotypes.
Consistent with other studies (Banziger & Drevenstedt, 1984) , the attributions about the elderly in the present study seemed to vary across tasks. What are the relevant task features that determine the nature of the attributions for performance by the elderly? The results shed some light on this question, but there is a need for further research aimed at examining task characteristics in more detail. In the present study, tasks were varied by domain, and as expected, the attributions were more favorable for the elderly in the social domain than in the cognitive or physical domains.
In concert, the findings give reason to question the largely negative view of the elderly that has been presented in previous attribution studies. The present results suggest that there is indeed an age difference in attributional patterns that favors the young, but this seems to be consistent with expectancies about agingrelated performance decrements in the cognitive and physical domains. Despite this unflattering view, when the elderly are compared to the young, distinctions are made in attributions for various behaviors by the elderly, and they are more likely to receive credit for successes than they are to be blamed for failures. This distinction may be important for future examination of the affective and behavioral implications of attributions for young and elderly adults. Previous research has shown that providing the elderly with adaptive attributions through experimental manipulations can have a positive impact on performance (Prohaska, Parham, & Teitelman, 1984; Rodin & Langer, 1980) . This suggests that attributions may be an important antecedent of performance changes in later life. Further work is needed to determine the antecedents of attributions and to examine whether performance changes have an impact on attributions by and about the elderly.
